fC HOES    OF    BIG    BEN                                          07
*
Lord Mayor. He took special interest in health, housing and town planning.
Instead of sharing the dislike of Conservatives to business enterprise by municipalities
he took the initiative in transforming the bus company into a municipal enterprise
and, as Socialists recalled to his credit, he founded the Birmingham Municipal
Savings Bank. In the Bonar Law and Baldwin Government, although elected to
Parliament only in 1918, Neville held several offices, and distinguished himself by
administrative energy as Minister of Health.
In my diary, recording his first speech in that position, I note: "His head is
shaped like his father's. He has dark hair, with a hint of grey at the side, and a dark
moustache. Voice rather low. Too cool in manner but lucid. He pleases the
House, without arousing enthusiasm/*
It was not his fate at this stage of his career as Chancellor to open a Budget. The
Government fell before its time came.
Baldwin boldly challenged the verdict of the country on Protection six
months after he became Prime Minister. The risk to which he exposed the majority
that he inherited from Bonar Law alarmed cautious followers.
I was told by a member of the Carlton Club that the language about him was
lurid. But he acted honestly. He wished, in the imposition of duties on manu-
factured goods, to be set free from a pledge given by his predecessor.
Consultations took place between Baldwin and the leading Coalitionists in
his party, with the view to their inclusion in a reconstructed Government That
still proved impracticable. It was rumoured that some of his colleagues threatened
to resign if the Coalitionists received office. Meantime the Coalitionists acted with
him on the platform only.
The Liberals were for the nonce united. Movements made for a year towards
reunion had not been so far successful, but in resistance to Protection they fought
on a common front. Lloyd George spoke for Asquith at Paisley, "unfeignedly glad
to be on the same platform again."
The Poll in December, 1923, justified the fears of the Carlton Club. Some of
the Conservatives taunted their leader with playing into the hands of the Socialists.
That was the result of his action.
The Labour Party got office sooner than anyone anticipated. They mustered
191 members in the new Parliament and the Liberals 159. Together the two
parties had a majority of fully 90 over the Conservatives. Ramsay MacDonald,
with his knowledge of Constitutional practice, assumed that he would be sent for
by the King, and soon we knew that he and his colleagues were prepared to take
office.
That prospect terrified large classes of people who conjured up visions of
revolutionary policy. In their alarm they turned for safety to the man whom a
few years previously they scorned as "Wait and See/* Asquith was, as he said, in
turn cajoled, wheedled, almost caressed, taunted, threatened, browbeaten and all
but blackmailed to step in as the saviour of Society. He was called on either to
co-operate with Baldwin or to form a government of his own. But he held
that if Labour was willing to assume the burdens of office it had an undoubted right
to do so; and, as he remarked, it could hardly be tried under safer conditions than
when it could be promptly turned out by a combination of the two other parties!